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Abstract 
It is problematic that adults, who did not learn to read as children, suffer illiteracy. Teaching adults experiencing illiteracy is 
difficult. Adult learners, especially those with special needs, often pose educational challenges to educators. The purpose of this 
study was to investigate the effects of one-on-one reading tutoring with an adult experiencing illiteracy because of brain injuries 
received as a child. This is a qualitative purposive case study using phonetic instruction as the intervention to answer the 
question: Can tutoring increase the reading skills of an adult with a lifelong brain injury?  The naturalistic setting gave holistic 
results revealing the factors that enabled the participant to increase personal reading skills. Themes were identified: success was 
experienced because the tutor was willing to spend half the tutoring session building a relationship with her, the tutor searched 
for materials that were both meaningful and consistent with phonetic instruction, and the tutor used was flexible teaching 
methods.  Pre and post-tests were used to quantify reading gains. It has been concluded that adults can learn to read. The 
recommendation is to democratically work with adults; give them power and control.   
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1. Introduction 
 
This study demonstrates the power tutoring can have in the life of an adult who needs to learn to read. 
 
 
1.1 Problem statement: Teaching adults struggling with literacy is under-studied. 
 
      Reading is an essential skill for successful living in a modern contemporary world.  Teaching adults 
experiencing illiteracy is difficult. A continuing problem in adult education is the small amount of research defining  
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effective methods to teach reading skills to adults (Greenberg, Fredric, Hughes, & Bunting, 2002). The pathway of 
influencing adult reading skills is important to education in developing life-long learners within our society. 
 
 
1.2 Aim of the study: Investigating the effects of one-on-one tutoring 
 
     The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of one-on-one reading tutoring (Sideow, 2005) with an 
adult experiencing illiteracy because of brain injuries received as a child. This study adds to the body of research 
supporting successful teaching of reading to disabled adults (Rossiter, 2002; Roman, 2004; Morgan, Moni, & 
Jobling, 2006).  
 
2. Methodology 
 
      This qualitative purposive case study (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006) of a 49 year old woman with low literacy skills 
was designed to answer the question: Can tutoring increase the reading skills of an adult with a lifelong brain injury?  
The Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE, n.d.) was used as a pre and post-test to establish reading levels. The 
Saxon Phonics Intervention Program (Saxon, n.d.) was the instructional program used as intervention; it also 
provided an opportunity for pre and post-testing.  The Saxon program uses direct instruction advocated by Joseph 
and Seery (2004) and Kruidenier (2002) for use with disabled adults experiencing lost opportunities during early 
childhood education.  A Learning Styles Inventory was administered to individualize instruction. Data was collected 
through observation, documentation, interviews, a literary autobiography (Atkinson, 1998; Dominice, 2000; 
Lawrence, 2002; Rossiter, 2002 Peutz & Kroth, 2007) and artifacts from 24 one hour tutoring sessions. Coding was 
used to identify and analyse emerging themes (Stake, 1995). 
      The sample was one adult, Joan. She experienced a brain injury at the age of three when she was run over by a 
truck. Joan was in a coma for three months. She endured four eye surgeries to reposition a damaged eye. Joan was 
placed in a general education classroom from kindergarten through grade five. She fell behind academically due to 
her disabilities and problems with medication so were subsequently placed in a special education classroom until 
high school graduation. Joan says, “I have a piece of paper with a diploma on it to show I graduated but that is all I 
have. I was not taught to read (personal communication, 2009). Joan asked to be tutored; she wanted to read.  
 
3. Results 
 
       The TABE scores indicated an improved reading skill set; in spelling from a grade equivalency/scale score of 
3.8/392 to 6.6/481, and a reading grade equivalency from 5.7/511 to 6.3/527. The Saxon testing moved from 48% 
accuracy to 73% accuracy (see Table 1).  
 
Table 1. TABE Results 
 
TEST                                                         Pre-Test                                                             Post-Test 
                                              Grade Equivalency      Scale Score                        Grade Equivalency     Scale Score 
Spelling        3.8                               392                                     6.6                              481 
 
Reading                                   5.7                               511                                     6.3                              527 
 
 
       The naturalistic setting gave holistic results revealing the factors that inhibited Joan from learning to read while 
simultaneously identifying themes enabling her to read (see Table 2). The key themes emerging were the need to: 
build a trusting relationship, connect to the learning material, provide systematic phonetic development, and to use 
flexible with teaching styles.  
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Table 2: Characteristics of the Learner and the Tutor 
 
Characteristics of the Learner 
 
Personal                       Values                         Sources of                        Determination                   Persistence 
Responsibility              Relationships              Encouragement 
 
Accepts Mistakes         Tells stories about      God                                   Engaged Learner              Overcoming 
Forgiveness                  herself and friends      Friends                             Values life-long                poverty, abuse,            
                                                                         Adages                              learning                            and bias 
 
Characteristics of the Tutor 
 
 
                     Knowledge                                                                                                        Respect 
 
Phonics               ZPD                          Assessment                                            Humour       Affirmation 
Vocabulary         Use of Metaphor      Teaching Skills                    Acceptance               Singing   
Connections        Learning Styles                                                                       Active Listening       Conversation 
  
 
       
       Building a trusting relationship included a 15 to 30 minute time of casual conversation before instruction began. 
The Literary Autobiography (Atkinson, 1998) aided relationship building and instructional design. Joan highly 
valued prayer; therefore prayer helped her connect to the instruction. “God, help me remember, let my mind be like 
a sponge and let it absorb and stay there” (Joan, personal communication, 2009). Joan related to pictures used in the 
phonetic instruction. One example is her connection to a picture of a baby elephant (‘E’ is for elephant). She talked 
about how elephants are often chained when they are born and do not realize they can break away when they 
become adults, “It reminds me of people with disabilities. People are put away in an institution and they break their 
spirit down. Others try to rebuild it to their way to fit them into a program; human beings don’t love one another 
enough” (2009). Joan also connected phonics through singing. The ‘V’ letter sound reminded her of a song titled 
Victory of which she then sang. Flexibility and acceptance of environmental distractors were key elements to 
success. Joan had to clear her mind before further instruction and learning could occur.   
 
4. Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
       The results of this study have generated some recommendations for tutors. The overarching recommendation is 
to give the tutoring experience a lot of time. Tutors need to be willing to respect the learner by listening and 
encouraging the unique characteristics of the learner thus connecting previous knowledge and experience to the 
tutoring; work democratically with adults by giving them control, power, and the freedom to choose. Encourage 
conversation, oral narrative, and reflection through a “literary autobiography.” Allow for flexibility if using a 
scripted instructional program. Tutors need to be adept at individualizing instruction by understanding learning 
styles, have a repertoire of teaching methods, be highly knowledgeable of phonics, and skilled in using assessment 
to inform instructional practice.   
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